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Introduction  
Fair trade is a phenomenon that has been gaining ground since the launching of the 
Max Havelaar official Fairtrade certification system for coffee in 1988.
1
 Joni Valkila et. al. 
explain that “Fair Trade is the only certification system that sets minimum prices for products 
with the explicit goal of increasing prices received by producers”.2 The aim of Fairtrade is 
thus to create higher direct gains for producers. Fairtrade uses sets of standards for each 
product type, subcategorised between farmers and paid labourers.
3
 Its mission is to use trade 
as a tool to reduce poverty, enhance transparency, and empower farmers in the developing 
world. Fairtrade thereby explicitly makes a distinction between developing/underdeveloped 
and developed countries, in which people from developed countries have a desire to support 
fair trade.
4
 As Allison Marie Loconto and Emmanuel Frank Simbua explain, the codification 
of Fairtrade standards into a certification system has led to growth in reach of the movement, 
making it more widely available.
 5
  
However, Fairtrade has gained a lot of criticism as well. For example, authors such as 
Gavin Fridell
6
 and Thomas J. Bassett
7
 have contested Fairtrade’s dubious relationship with 
neo-liberal capitalism, and the persistence of this system through the new, fair, approach. 
Also, there is a tension inherent to the Fairtrade movement, as explained by Daniel Jaffee.
8
 Its 
ambition to grow and expand its reach goes at the expense of the depth of its campaign. 
Moreover, Fairtrade is criticised by Fridell for creating inconsistency between consumers’ 
expectations of Fairtrade’s effects and its actual effects on producers.9 However, while these 
criticisms cover many different aspects of Fairtrade, they leave one big, glaring gap: they do 
not ask questions regarding to what extent Fairtrade overcomes or strengthens discursive 
power structures that (re-)produce North-South relations. Hence, there is limited knowledge 
                                                          
1
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2
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of existing power relations and how they are constructed through discourse, and thus a neglect 
of power structures underlying North-South relations.
10
  
 The discursive power structures in North-South relations are criticised extensively by 
post-colonialists from the subaltern group. This group consists of scholars from countries in 
the global South that scrutinise discursive mechanisms creating structures domination of the 
global North over the South. As the global South, the primary receiver of fair prices within 
the Fairtrade system, is often portrayed either explicitly or implicitly as incapable of 
managing on its own, a certain sense of responsibility in the North and victimisation of people 
in developing countries leads to an image of the latter as passive actors. The postcolonial 
framework is highly useful in filling the gap in the literature, by examining those discursive 
mechanisms that dominate the Fairtrade discourse. In the words of Gayatri Spivak, “the 
postcolonial teacher can help to develop this vigilance rather than continue pathetically to 
dramatize victimage or assert a spurious identity.”11 As such, post-colonialism can help create 
a growing consciousness of relationships between the global North and South.  
While there is widespread recognition of the problems of global economic inequality, 
there is little attention for the dominant ideas which made possible this inequality. A result is 
that, as Charles W. Mills noted, there is a rigorous lack of acknowledgement, let alone 
adoption, of non-Western theory, to the extent that Western thinking and methods continue to 
dominate the world long after the West’s former colonies acquired independence.12 Following 
the lines of Foucault’s The order of things, this neglect cannot and is not found in theory 
alone. It is the dominant discourse that overarches different disciplines at the same time.
13
 
This article is aimed at examining this dominant, hegemonic way of thinking which reflects 
post-colonial structures of power and knowledge in which the North, or in this case, the 
consumer, is portrayed as responsible for the development of the South, or in this case, the 
producer. It does this by taking a closer look at the discourses that dominate Fairtrade 
marketing. 
To that end, this research is aimed at answering the question to what extent Fairtrade 
discourse in the United Kingdom challenges and/or perpetuates post-colonial structures of 
power and knowledge within the coffee industry. Fairtrade coffee discursive strategies are the 
                                                          
10
 There are different terms relating to fair trade. Within this research, fair trade is used to describe the fair trade 
movement, or the practice of trading products against fair prices, while Fairtrade is used to describe those 
products and retailers that are Fairtrade certified. 
11
 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Poststructuralism, marginality, postcoloniality and value,” in Contemporary 
Postcolonial Theory by Padmini Mongia (1996): 206. 
12
 Charles W. Mills, “Decolonizing Western Political Philosophy,” New Political Science 37, no. 1 (2015): 6. 
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object of investigation because, as explained above, coffee was the first product to be 
officially Fairtrade certified. Moreover, the analysis is focused on discursive strategies in the 
UK, because of its imperial history. It is interesting to see to what extent its discourse still 
reflects, or challenges, imperialist notions.  
 The first section is aimed at reviewing scholarly literature on Fairtrade in order to 
firmly situate this research within the field. Secondly, the post-colonial project as a basis for 
investigation and the discursive mechanisms key to analysing post-colonial structures of 
power are explained, as well as the forthcoming critical discourse analytical methodological 
framework and methods. And finally, an analysis and discussion of Fairtrade discourse spread 
by retailers of Fairtrade certified coffee will be presented to examine to what extent this 
discourse represents power structures that perpetuate and/or challenge imperial structures of 
dominance. The conclusion will re-evaluate outcomes and provide suggestions for 
improvement of fair cooperation and further research.  
 
Fair Trade 
The literature on Fairtrade is focused both on local economic and social, and global economic 
effects. That is: it focuses on the effectiveness of Fairtrade in the communities where it 
operates and changing global economic relations. However, it has, so far, not inquired into 
discursive structures constructing power relations on a global scale. It is argued here that the 
literature therefore gives only a limited representation of existing power relations, thereby 
neglecting the power structures underlying North-South relations. The premise is that 
scholarly research on Fairtrade should not just be concerned with the local economic and 
social impact or changes in global economic relations, but also with ideas and the construction 
of power relations. In this section, the extent of literature currently available on Fairtrade will 
be elaborated on briefly, as well as its shortcomings.  
The literature on Fairtrade, as mentioned above, has posed critique on the certification 
system from several angles. To start with, it has led to a seeming conflict of purposes: while 
Fairtrade is a commercial brand, it simultaneously aims at providing public goods such as 
income security, as laid out by Peter Griffiths.
14
 Illustrating hereby is the difference in 
approaches by the various authors towards what Fairtrade is. For example, Michael E. 
Blowfield and Catherine Dolan view Fairtrade “as an  approach within the far wider universe 
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of CSR.”15 Meaning that they claim Fairtrade to be a form of ensuring Corporate Social 
Responsibility, which therefore should be analysed within an economic framework comprised 
of material costs and benefits. Others, like Jaffee, see a tension between Fairtrade as a social 
movement,
16
 and CSR. Thus, there are different approaches to Fairtrade, focusing on different 
elements.  
Related to this, Fairtrade shows an incongruity in what it wants to achieve and how it 
wants to achieve this. As described by Jaffee, “[a]t the heart of fair trade lies a fundamental 
paradox. In its efforts to achieve social justice and alter the unjust terms of trade that hurt 
small farmers worldwide, fair trade utilizes the mechanisms of the very markets that have 
generated those injustices.”17 While Fairtrade aims to overcome the inequalities caused by 
conventional, capitalist markets, it uses those same markets, and thus their rules, to attain this 
goal. Another expression of this was given by Bassett, who claims that “a consensus view is 
emerging in the literature that sees Fairtrade as a reformist initiative, one that can improve the 
living standards of certain producers but which does not, in the end, seriously challenge the 
conventional trading system that marginalizes producers in the first place.”18 The fact that 
Fairtrade has to adjust to the conventional market seems like a kind of weakness: it is not 
strong enough to effectively challenge the dominant system. In this sense, Fairtrade indeed 
seems to be closer to being a form of CSR than a social movement.  
As identified by Jaffee, this tension stems from a simultaneous need to make a change 
and the need to make an impact, but results in an even more complicated issue. He concluded 
that “Fairtrade is undergoing a kind of risky chemistry experiment. Two very different 
substances are being mixed together for the first time – people who fervently believe in 
Fairtrade’s power as a social movement, and commercial interests who view it primarily as an 
adjunct to the market or a useful image-enhancement tool – into a volatile concoction with 
unknown results.”19 Thus the tension between Fairtrade as a social movement and as a new 
form of CSR results in conflicting interests: that of creating a fairer world in which farmers 
receive a fair share of the product’s value, and that of commercial interests, which see 
Fairtrade as a commercial tool to sell more of their produce; idealism versus profits. As such, 
the question arising from this discussion is whether a profit-making attitude is per definition 
less ethical than the idealism of equality when the results in both interests are essentially the 
                                                          
15
 Michael E. Blowfield and Catherine Dolan, “Fairtrade Facts and Fancies: What Kenyan Fairtrade tea tells us 
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 Daniel Jaffee, “Brewing Justice,”: 1.  
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same. However, when analysing the use or effects of Fairtrade, this is actually to a large 
extent irrelevant, since the objective is to improve the economic position of farmers, whatever 
the motivation. What is more relevant, though, is the question how Fairtrade has come to be 
seen as the solution to Third World poverty.  
Fridell addresses this question by looking at the “unconscious of the fair trade 
fantasy.”20 With this Fairtrade fantasy, he refers to the gap between consumer expectations of 
the effect of their ethical buying behaviour and the fact that coffee farmers remain quite poor. 
While he does not actually refer to it as such, Fridell points toward the neo-imperialist trend in 
the fact that in Vietnamese coffee industry, only those certified as Fairtrade were seen as truly 
development projects, while the government’s policy was not. An interesting notion offered 
by Fridell, and which is in line with the latter, is that while Fairtrade is aimed at promoting 
(the very Western concept of) democracy, the certification system is completely beyond 
control and influence of the farmers themselves.
21
 However, there is one, quite important flaw 
in his research. The gap he discusses and investigates, between consumers’ expectations of 
results, and the remaining poverty of farmers is quite controversial in itself. The farmers 
produce raw materials, which are inherently subject to the unpredictable demand for them. It 
is thus basic economics that raw material producers remain relatively poor. Farmers in the 
North may be slightly more lucky, but this is largely due to state subsidising, to protect them 
from global price fluctuations. As such, Fairtrade functions as a substitute for state subsidy, 
therefore overtaking the role of the state. Another inconsistency in his argumentation is that 
Fridell correctly identifies the problematic fact that Fairtrade is seen as ‘development’ policy 
and the Vietnamese government policy, which is also aimed at economic development, is seen 
as authoritarian state policy, and thus that the Northern mind is biased towards its own 
traditions. Instead of drawing on his own lessons, Fridell then states that it is still better to buy 
Fairtrade coffee because it might promote better development. Hence, while he tries to create 
consciousness of this neo-imperial way of thinking, he does not realise his own thinking is 
just as neo-imperial.   
John Childs pulls this same trick as he defends Fairtrade from its critics, thereby 
uncritically taking over Western views of development, as he states that “analyses of Fairtrade 
would be strengthened by highlighting the ways in which the positive recognition of workers 
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as a positive and valued part of society is a necessary precursor to improved development 
outcomes.”22 
Moreover, the articles discussed above essentially fail to acknowledge neo-imperialist 
tensions within the Fairtrade framework.  They leave untouched the realm of informal 
structures of power and knowledge that dominate social relations. They do not account for 
questions such as: through what discourse are Fairtrade products sold? And how does this 
affect power relations between consumers and producers? Therefore, they fail to create a 
holistic picture of Fairtrade’s side-effects. One author that does recognise the use of 
discourses for Fairtrade marketing is Agatha Herman, who stated that “the standardized use of 
recognized images and simplified slogans has arguably become a substitute for knowledge.”23 
The imagery of Fairtrade creates structures of knowledge about Fairtrade farmers, and thus 
represents power structures between consumers and producers. However, even she neglects 
the resulting power relations from this discourse. It is argued here that it is impossible to 
address capitalism-induced inequalities without looking at underlying informal structures of 
power and knowledge.  
In sum, the scope of literature available on Fairtrade largely fails to understand 
Fairtrade’s effects on power relations between customers (in the North) and producers (in the 
South). Thereby, the attention is on its uneasy position as, on the one hand, a social movement 
defending its ideologies, and on the other hand a large commercial player defending and 
expanding its market share, as well as a solution to solving Third World poverty. They all, 
thereby, expose a rigorous neglect of understanding of power relations and how these were 
shaped during colonial times and perpetuated through development strategies. The aim here is 
to show how and to what extent these power structures are perpetuated and/or challenged 
through Fairtrade discourse. To that end, it is useful to first dive into the theory of the 
perpetuation of colonial power structures.  
 
Post-colonialism 
The post-colonialism referred to here is inspired by post-structural influences, and displays 
many ontological and epistemological as well as methodological similarities with this 
theoretical approach, to the extent that both focus on structures of power and knowledge 
channelled through discursive mechanisms. However, where they differ mostly is the scope of 
                                                          
22
 John Childs, “From ‘criminals of the earth’ to ‘stewards of the environment’: the social and environmental 
justice of Fair Trade gold,” Geoforum 57, (2014): 130. 
23
 Agatha Herman, “Connecting the complex lived worlds of Fairtrade,” Journal of Environmental Policy and 
Planning 12, no. 4 (2010): 407. 
Post-colonialism in Fairtrade discourse 
9 
 
their research. Post-structuralism remains highly Western-centric while post-colonialism 
criticises this, expanding its reach towards dominant structures of power and knowledge that 
reproduce imperialist patterns. As explained by Ilan Kapoor, “postcolonial theory favours a 
poststructuralist and cultural perspective, linking imperialism and agency to discourse and the 
politics of representation.”24  
In post-colonialism, it is presumed that colonial relationships may have ceased to exist 
in terms of physical domination, but are nonetheless perpetuated in terms of ideational and 
economic domination. As explained by Eduardo Brito-Henriques, “the end of formal and 
political colonialism obtained through the independence of former colonies neither put a 
definitive end to imperialism ... nor to colonial inequalities,” in the sense that while 
“imperialism has ceased to have a judicial and administrative expression ... it continues to 
operate in terms of culture and through representations ... that affect the way in which 
societies and individuals relate to each other.”25 Therefore, while formally newly independent 
states are no longer under the rule of their former colonisers, the relations between these two 
groups are still characterised by Western domination through representations.  
As such, independence of former colonies has led to a neo-colonialism in which 
Western states still dominate those countries through new ways. In the words of Spivak, 
“territorial imperialism has changed to neo-colonialism.”26 The imperial colonialism of earlier 
centuries has shifted to a more ideational colonialism, in which the former colonies are no 
longer overruled by military force but by a (Western) ideational force in which economic 
capitalist thinking is central to development. The ‘post’ in post-colonialism is, therefore, 
misleading, in the sense that colonialism continues to exist through dominant Western ideas. 
As such, it is the creation of knowledge that constructs everyday reality, and which constrains 
independence. Homi Bhabha explains that “[colonial discourse’s] predominant strategic 
function is the creation of a space for a ‘subject peoples’ through the production of 
knowledges in terms of which surveillance is exercised and a complex form of 
pleasure/unpleasure is incited.”27 Thus, the colonial discourse creates an image of reality in 
which the subject peoples are in inevitable need of assistance by the dominating peoples. 
                                                          
24
 Ilan Kapoor, “Capitalism, culture, agency: dependency versus postcolonial theory,” Third World Quarterly 23, 
no. 4 (2002): 647-648. 
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Post-colonial theory contains, therefore, the assumption that while official colonialism is over, 
colonial discourse continues to perpetrate thinking about the decolonised world.  
Moreover, post-colonialists adhere to the post-structuralist claim that the social world 
is shaped out of constructions that are never static nor unilaterally shaped. Spivak explains 
that everything is given meaning within a certain context, but also that certain meaning-
productions create misunderstandings and misplacements that are at the root of post-colonial 
or neo-colonial thinking. She states that “[c]urrent postcolonial claims to the names that are 
the legacy of the European enlightenment (sovereignty, constitutionality, self-determination, 
nationhood, citizenship, even culturalism) are catachrestical claims, their strategy a displacing 
and seizing of a coding of value.”28 What this means is that the decolonising project has 
actually resulted in the proliferation of Western (enlightenment) values as essential to being 
independent as opposed to colonised. Furthermore, the assumption that these ideas are 
generalisable leads to a subjectification of all those peoples who do not (yet) comply to those 
norms, as less-developed. What this means for the present research is, in the words of Spivak, 
that “the point of intervention should shift from the identification of images as positive or 
negative, to an understanding of the processes of subjectification made possible (and 
plausible) through stereotypical discourse.”29 The stereotypical discourse that results from the 
binaries of good and bad and developed and underdeveloped should thus be analysed to reveal 
processes of domination. Revealing also the aim of this research, to create a consciousness of 
relationships of power and knowledge that perpetuate neo-liberal capitalist domination.  
The stereotyping mentioned above is related to another aspect essential to post-
colonial thinking: that of identity.  This concept is most explicitly apparent in the writings of 
Stuart Hall. Identity is the reflection, or perception of oneself in relation to another. Or, as 
Hall asserts, identity is “a ‘production’, which is never complete, always in process, and 
always constituted within, not outside, representation.”30 This means that identity can never 
be seen as a static concept. Someone’s identity is placed within a certain time and context. 
Moreover, as Hall explains, then the concept of “cultural identity”31 becomes quite 
paradoxical, for it implicates a static condition in which someone may identify with a culture, 
or feel part of that culture. As a result, in light of the hybridity of the concept of identity, 
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culture, which is often used as a tool to generalise a people, can also no longer be seen as a 
static concept. As such, to define anyone according to his/her culture, is to try to impose a 
stativity on them, which is thus inherently impossible. 
Chakrabarty expands the concept of hybridity in cultural identity to the academic field,  
invoking an us-them dichotomy. He goes further into the idea that theory about the post-
colonial world is often portrayed in an us-them dichotomy from the perspective of the 
Westerner, trying to apply their generalisations to the non-West, which, in turn, is flawlessly 
adopted by non-Western scholars. Experiencing this from his non-Western position, he states 
that “[t]he everyday paradox of third-world social science is that we find these theories, in 
spite of heir inherent ignorance of ‘us,’ eminently useful in understanding our societies.”32 
Hence, these theories are developed from a Western perspective, but then uncritically adopted 
by non-Western scholars, resulting in the reproduction of Western ideas in non-Western 
scholarship.  
In accordance with Chakrabarty’s us-them divide, Homi Bhabha based many of his 
claims on Edward Said’s Orientalism and argued that this was focused too much on coloniser 
discourse. He states that “[t]here is always, in Said, the suggestion that colonial power and 
discourse is possessed entirely by the coloniser, which is a historical and theoretical 
simplification.”33 He means hereby that when discourse lies only with the coloniser, one is 
effectively taking away agency and power from the colonised. This is no different in current-
day domination of the world by Western ideas than it was in the past during colonial 
domination. By assuming an identity of victim-hood of persons in developing countries, one 
takes away that person’s agency. It creates stereotypes, which, as described by Bhabha, is “a 
false representation of a given reality.”34 However, where Bhabha asserts that the colonised 
have more agency than they are granted in Said’s Orientalism, Timothy Mitchell argues that 
this presumed agency is actually highly exaggerated.35  
Mitchell explains the construction of constraints through language for peasants in the 
village of Sedaka, analysed in Scott’s book Weapons of the Weak.36 Scott describes how 
peasants in the village have agency in resisting the hegemonic power of the landowners. He 
states that power does not penetrate into the realms of ideology and that therefore, the 
peasants have agency as they make small gestures of revolt against the ruling powers. 
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However, Mitchell explains, these small acts of revolt do not result in any structural change, 
and therefore cannot be called agency. He points thereby to the importance of language in this 
system of domination, as he states that “the moral language of the village is not just an 
obstacle to rebellion but a functioning part of the system of domination.”37 Meaning that the 
village’s moral language serves as an unconscious obstacle to agency to resist the power of 
the landlords. The peasants’ agency is thus not only ineffective in their small acts of revolt, 
but also highly constrained by the moral language that constructs behaviour within their 
village.  
Moreover, Mitchell explains that power depends on meaning-giving. As such, a 
material force only exists in the meaning that is assigned to it and is therefore inextricably 
linked to consciousness and culture. Therefore, power is, like identity and culture, always 
context dependent. A social fact is thus “only ‘rational’ for a community because of a certain 
configuration of historical and political forces.”38 Or, as explained by Lene Hansen, “it is only 
through the construction in language that things – objects, subjects, states, living beings, and 
material structures – are given meaning and endowed with a particular identity.”39 Hence, 
meaning and the ‘real’ world are inseparable. Furthermore, it is in the construction of identity 
that one can find relationships of power.  
The neo-imperial world order which is described and criticised by the subaltern group, 
and explored in this research, is also given shape through this construction of identities. Lene 
Hansen developed a theory which describes identity as constructed from three different, but 
interrelated angles: that of temporality, spatiality and ethicality. She describes “[s]patiality, 
temporality, and ethicality [as] analytical lenses that bring out the important political 
substance of identity construction”.40 As such, she argues, identity is inherently political and 
is both the legitimation of policy as well as constructed and strengthened through policy. With 
spatiality, Hansen refers to the idea that identity is shaped through “the construction of 
boundaries and the delineation of space.”41 It thus refers to a geographical and demographical 
divide. With temporality, Hansen refers to “the possibility of progress.”42 Hence, in identity 
construction this means there is the possibility of change. And finally, ethicality refers to the 
assumption of responsibility. Thus, who is described to be responsible for what change? 
Illustrating immediately the interdependence of the types of identity construction. Pivotal in 
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this conceptualisation of the construction of identity is the fact that these three domains are 
constructed in language, and following Hansen they create a fixity in the hybrid structures of 
language. This strive for fixity, she says, is discourse.
43
 As a result, the structures of power 
and knowledge are embedded in discourse, and therefore, the analysis of discourse is essential 
in analysing the discursive patterns in Fairtrade coffee marketing that perpetuate and/or 
challenge existing imperialist global power relations.  
 
Critical Discourse Analysis 
As has become clear in the previous section, post-structuralist post-colonial analysis pivots 
around discourse. In the words of post-colonialist author Frantz Fanon, “[t]o speak means to 
be in a position to use a certain syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that language, but it 
means above all to assume a culture, to support the weight of a civilization.”44 It means that 
for post-colonialists, discourse is embedded in contextual understandings that construct 
meaning. Combining this with Hansen’s theory, it means that identity is constructed in 
discourse, which defines post-colonial relationships of power and knowledge.  
Discourse is the system in language that constructs meaning, and thus is based on a 
degree of mutual understanding between its users. It is a concept that was first used as such by 
post-structuralist Michel Foucault. Explained by Stuart Hall, discourse, in Foucauldian 
tradition, is “a system of representation,” and as such “defines and produces the objects of our 
knowledge. It governs the way that a topic can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned 
about.”45 Hence, discourse is constructive, and the way it is used defines how people view the 
image that is portrayed by it. In post-colonial terms, this implies that the language that is used 
today  to describe North-South relations, inherently (re-)produces the West’s domination over 
developing countries.  
The analysis of discourse thus seeks to describe interpretations of ‘reality’ as a vantage 
point, and tries to draw lessons from this. As explained by Stephanie Taylor, discourse 
analysis is “the close study of language in use.” Furthermore, she states that “discourse 
analysts … are looking for patterns.”46 These patterns are the recurring representations of 
what is seen as ‘normal’ in discourse. There are various approaches for discourse analysis, 
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and while its Foucauldian roots are certainly important, they are combined here with Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA) as a more elaborate approach. 
Post-colonialism, in resonance with Foucauldian thinking, assumes the presence of 
power in social relations, communicated through discourse. Where CDA differs is that it takes 
a more critical approach; for Foucault, power relations are there and shape behaviour. As 
Seantel Anaïs explains: “[f]or Foucault, power is realized in everyday practice, it shapes our 
behaviours, knowledge, and the processes through which we relate to ourselves and others.”47 
While on the other hand CDA takes a more critical approach. Illustratively, Teun A. van Dijk 
defines CDA, as “a type of discourse analytical research that primarily studies the way social 
power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted by text and talk 
in the social and political context.”48 The themes in CDA research thus take post-structuralist 
power relations a step further to see how this results in abuse. It is therefore that CDA 
combines very well with a post-colonialist research agenda, and can proof itself valuable in 
the investigation to what extent Fairtrade discourse challenges and/or perpetuates imperialist 
structures of power and knowledge.  
 
Methods 
This section will lay out and explain briefly yet more concretely the methods used in the 
critical analysis of Fairtrade coffee discourse. The discourse that was analysed here is that 
represented in the marketing strategies of Fairtrade coffee retailers listed on the Fairtrade UK 
website.
49
  
The approaches that are applied present a combination of top-down and bottom-up 
analysis. Top-down analysis implies that the researcher has an image of the discursive 
mechanisms that might be used in discourse, and tries to filter those out of the text. Bottom-up 
means that the text was taken as a basis from which patterns were deducted. Fran Tonkiss 
refers to this as respectively “reading against” and “reading along”.50 Thus reading against is 
having certain constructions in mind and look for them in the discourse under analysis, and 
reading along means to analyse discourse open-mindedly and determine what is conspicuous.  
 In the discussion of post-colonialism above, four key elements of post-colonial and 
post-structural theory were highlighted, that are useful to create a focus in discourse analysis.  
                                                          
47
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The first was the notion of agency. This relates to Mitchell’s argument that the agency 
assigned to marginalised peoples by Bhabha and Scott is overrated, and essentially non-
existent. Agency is a useful concept in the analysis of discourse relating to neo-imperialist 
structures of power and knowledge, as this pivots around the question how agency is assigned 
to different actors. This is important, because in a hegemonic relationship, as described by, 
among others, Mitchell, power relations are constructed in a society’s ‘moral language’. 
Domination becomes implicit in discourse, but influences the attribution of agency.  
The other three elements are those related to the notion of identity creation through 
Hansen’s spatial, temporal and ethical construction, and reflect on the identity that is given to 
both producers and consumers in the construction of Fairtrade discourse. As identity is a key 
aspect of constructing social reality, these three concepts together help reproduce the identity 
that is assigned to coffee producers within Fairtrade discourse.  
 While these discursive constructions were found through a combination of top-down 
and bottom-up analysis, another element was found that is highly relevant to post-colonial 
research.  
 
Discourse analysis: Fairtrade coffee 
The websites of twenty-four different UK-based coffee retailers were analysed for the 
discourse analysis. Together their texts offer a selective but representative picture of Fairtrade 
coffee discourse in the UK. These retailers were selected because they were mentioned on the 
Fairtrade International website as official Fairtrade retailers, as indicated on the Fairtrade UK 
website in June 2015.
51
 This website contains a list of twenty-four Fairtrade-certified coffee 
retailers. Four of these retailers were excluded because of their lack of significant Fairtrade 
discourse. To texts are read and reread to the point that patterns became visible, using both a 
bottom-up approach, applied especially in the selection of texts, and a top-down approach, 
looking for patterns that would represent agency and spatial, temporal and ethical identity. 
The purpose here is to identify what relationships of power are represented in the discourse, 
not in the actions of retailers.  
 
1. Agency  
With regard to agency, the research was focused on finding signs that indicate an action and 
to whom this action was attributed; was it attributed to the retailer, the consumer, or the 
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producer? Discourses representing action by both retailers and consumers was found, and 
surprisingly, also by coffee, but not by producers. While some retailers did market active 
participation on the part of the producers, their actions were always described in passive 
terms, using verbs such as ‘want’, and ‘are’, indicating no direct action whatsoever. 
An example of agency on the part of the retailer, is this, by Starbucks, which claims 
that it is “building stronger, enduring farming communities.”52 Thus, the party holding agency 
in this instance is Starbucks itself. More examples are The Co-operative, who says they are 
“supporting ... smallholder coffee producers,”53 Grumpy Mule, claiming to “ensure 
sustainable livelihoods for the farmers,” 54  and Revolver, who states to be “reinvesting 25% 
of profits back into our farmers and their communities.”55 
The active agency assigned to consumers related them directly to the producer, by 
indicating that their buying behaviour could directly enhance farmers’ lives. Percol, for 
example, is quite explicit in emphasising this customer power. It claims that by buying its 
Fairtrade coffee, “you’re empowering farmers and workers to make their voices heard.”56 
Also AMT does not forget to give credit to its consumers, as they emphasise the fact that they 
are only selling Fairtrade coffee, because it was “initiated by [their] customers.”57 Cafédirect 
is perhaps even more explicit, as it claims that “every Cafédirect product you buy is a small 
stake in the future of a thriving farm.”58 Another example of this consumer power is given by 
Percol, who states that “you’re empowering farmers and workers to make their voices 
heard.”59 
Taylors of Harrogate present both their agency in active terms, and some action in 
passive terms by the producer, as it claims to be “investing in their communities,” while they 
work with farmers that are “independently certified.”60 Cafédirect also writes about the 
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producer on his behalf, stating that “[the producers] want the best for the brand and our 
customers.”61  
The most interesting discourse, however, is perhaps that presenting agency on the part 
of the coffee. Aspretto presents such a discourse, when it states that “because [the coffee] is 
fairly traded, it will do great things for the places where it grows and the people who grow 
it.”62 Wild Bean does this as well by stating that “the coffee we sell protects the growers and 
their fields.”63 
 
2. Spatiality  
In order to find the construction of a spatial identity in the discourses, the researcher sought 
for the creation of a genuine other, different from the Westerner not only in geographical, but 
mostly demographic terms. This means that the researcher looked for explicit and implicit 
descriptions of the coffee farmer. A spatial other was found in the discourses in terms of the 
producers’ size and difference in day-to-day normalities. With regard to size, Grumpy Mule, 
for example, writes about “the very smallest coffee producers,”64 and Cafédirect writes about 
“small farmers. ”65 While it was the size of the farmers’ plots the retailers were writing about, 
it is constructed in such a way that it created vulnerability on the part of the farmer. Another 
construction indicated a backwardness of the farmers and their communities. Taylors of 
Harrogate, for example, points at their “projects which will benefit their communities – from 
classrooms and crèches to recycling and clean drinking water.” 66 It is significant that these 
things, classrooms, crèches, recycling, and clean drinking water, are pointed out as beneficial 
for the communities, because they are ‘normal’ parts of life in the UK. 
 
3. Temporality 
As temporality refers to the possibility to change, the research focused on terms such as 
‘development’ and ‘improvement’, indicating change. These terms were found, as well as 
other terms indicating change, such as ‘to benefit’, and ‘improve’. Starbucks, for example, 
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says it wants to help “improving farmer livelihoods.”67 But also Percols’ “you’re empowering 
farmers and workers to make their voices heard,”68 indicates a change, as evidently, the 
farmers’ and workers’ voices were not heard before. Moreover, Traidcraft argues that 
Fairtrade “represents one solution to poverty and a model for development.”69 Also The Co-
operative indicates change by helping farmers “to achieve Fairtrade certification,”70 and 
Cafédirect is focused on [improving] their farms and livelihoods.”71 
     
4. Ethicality 
Ethicality refers to the assumption of responsibility. Therefore, the research here sought 
discourses of responsibility. It is different from agency in that it does not directly involve an 
action. What was found, was that the assumption of responsibility is a little complicated. 
While in the discourses, it was assumed mostly by the retailers, it was also occasionally 
placed with the producers. Aspretto, for example, takes responsibility as they “refuse to 
accept the fact that almost a billion people around the world suffer from hunger and 
malnutrition.”72 Moreover, they state that “with great coffee comes great responsibility.”73 
Wild Bean is actually more explicit, as it claims that they “take [their] responsibility towards 
suppliers very seriously.”74 Starbucks also assumes responsibility, but shares it with 
comparable companies, as it states that “companies such as Starbucks must lead, using their 
platforms and resources to create opportunities for their people.”75 Cafédirect places some 
responsibility with the producers, as it states that “[w]e believe it’s the growers on the ground 
who are best placed to decide how these profits should be reinvested in their communities.”76  
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Discussion 
The above analysis was conducted in order to investigate to what extent they contributed to a 
perpetuation and/or challenging of post-colonial structures of power and knowledge. First of 
all, agency was attributed to retailers, consumers and coffee, but not to the producers of 
coffee. Relating this to Bhabha, while replacing the coloniser with the modern Fairtrade 
retailer, retailers still place too much emphasis on their own agency, while overlooking that of 
the colonised, or the producers in this case. This corresponds with Mitchell’s argument that 
the agency attributed to marginalised peoples is exaggerated by scholars such as Bhabha and 
Scott. The Fairtrade retailers’ discourses left very little room for agency on the part of the 
producers, constructing an image of those producers as passive.  
 The constructions of spatial, temporal and ethical identity in Fairtrade discourse are 
best referred to jointly, as they are interrelated in shaping identity. In general, but not per se 
individually, they create an image of coffee producers as being small and backward, but 
capable of positive change in the shape of improvement, development, and achievements, and 
it is mostly the UK-based retailer that is responsible for this change, though not always. It is 
through these constructions of identity that post-colonial power structures are represented and 
perpetuated. They point to the construction of prevalence of Western values determining 
factors positive change. This change is also directed toward growth and civilisation, as 
Western modern capitalism prescribes.   
 
Conclusion 
Global inequality is a subject that is of great importance in current-day politics and 
international relations. However, the focus with respect to this inequality is largely on 
economic inequality, while social inequality, perpetuated through relationships of power and 
domination are largely forgotten. This research has sought to address this issue by trying to 
answer the question to what extent colonial structures of power are perpetuated through 
modern imperialism. It has done this by zooming in on the discourse used by Fairtrade coffee 
retailers.  
 The literature on Fairtrade has voiced many criticisms towards the Fairtrade 
certification system. However, while all those critiques are definitely relevant, the literature 
neglect the structures of power and knowledge that have determined farmers’ positions in the 
capitalist market systems. This is where this article has sought to fill the gap. It was argued 
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here that it is impossible to address capitalism-induced inequalities without looking at 
underlying structures of power and knowledge.  
 A post-structuralist post-colonial approach, resulting in a critical perspective on power 
and knowledge and executed through conduction of a Critical Discourse Analysis, has helped 
bring to light the perpetuation of structures of power and knowledge present in colonial times, 
into modern days. As such, the research question – to what extent does Fairtrade discourse in 
the UK challenge and/or perpetuate post-colonial structures of power and knowledge within 
the coffee industry? – can now be answered.  
 The discursive structures representing agency and identity pointed towards a 
perpetuation  of post-colonial structures of power and knowledge, as they assigned inferiority 
to the Fairtrade coffee producers. However, at some points, the discourse also challenges 
those structures, especially when retailers state that they believe farmers are most capable to 
decide where funds should go. While it is still the retailer who is ultimately responsible for 
assigning this responsibility, as the owner of the funds, it does transfer some responsibility to 
the farmer.  
 While the reach of this research was limited, as it focused solely on UK coffee 
retailers, the conclusion that post-colonial discourse is perpetuated to a large extent in these 
retailers’ discourses is striking. It not only points towards the fact that power relations are 
present and dominating transnational relations, but also that any attempt to equalise 
transnational relations is subject to those relations of power. Therefore, one can conclude that 
in fighting global inequality, attention should be expanded to include not primarily economic 
inequality, but also the wider structures of power that determine international relations in 
general and peoples’ positions within these power relations in particular. As such, further 
research is required to determine, first of all, the scope of these power inequalities and their 
consequences, and second, to what extent and how these inequalities can be fought, if not 
through economic means alone. There lies a task for both scholars of international relations 
and social movements.  
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